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decades of the last century in Florida. At that time a succession of un-
usually severe frosts drove the orange industry out of northern Florida.
Since then orange growing has been restricted to the south. In the
other great American orange region, southern California, the danger of
frost involves large expense for smudge pots. On clear, still nights when
the danger of frost causes orange growers to set the oil on fire, many square
miles outside of Los Angeles are shrouded in thick, oily smoke. This is
unpleasant to breathe, and it plays havoc with curtains and other fabrics,
but it saves much money by preventing the orange groves from cooling
of? too much at night. In many other regions frosts that occur unusually
late in the spring, or early in the fall, do millions of dollars' worth of dam-
age to all sorts of crops, including peaches, early vegetables, corn, and many
others. Such fluctuations in weather are one of the greatest hazards of
farming.
Fluctuations in Rainfall. Variations in rainfall from one year to an-
other are especially important. In western Kansas, for example, the corn
crop is very sensitive to the rainfall, for this region is near the dry limit
beyond which corn will not grow. A489 shows the fluctuations in rainfall
that have affected the farmers of western Kansas since 1870. When the
curved line is above the straight line representing the average rainfall the
farmers prosper. When it falls below, they often cannot raise enough tc
support their families and pay their debts.
The meager rainfall of the early seventies did little harm, for then
there were few settlers in western Kansas, and most of them depended
upon cattle more than on crops. Even among these, however, some
became so poor that they had to move away. The period from 1874 to
1886 was excellent on the whole, for the rainfall was generally abundant.
Settlers moved into western Kansas in considerable numbers. Each
farmer received from the government a "quarter section," that is, a
quarter of a square mile of land, 160 acres. For a few years everyone was
enthusiastic, and the land available for settlement was rapidly taken up.
Then came a period of scanty rainfall lasting till about 1896. Thus
the climate and the crops completed a cycle. Dry conditions returned just
as the summer returns in the shorter cycle of the year. Year after year
the rainfall was scanty and the crops were poor. The farmers were able
to struggle along only by mortgaging their houses and getting more and
more into debt. At last, with no improvement in rainfall, conditions be-
came so bad that farms were abandoned by the hundred. Many families
were too poor to pay railroad fares. They packed up all their belongings
in great farm wagons, and drove away seeking new homes. During this
low period in the cycle of rainfall not only did the farmers themselves
suffer, but also the merchants who supplied their wants, the people back

